The Children's Act (Act No 38 of 2005) is the national statutory tool that go erns and protects all children in South Africa (South Africa, 2006) . This Act defines a child as "any person under the age of 18 years" The Act defines "abuse in relation to a child, as any form of harm or ill treatment deliberately inflicted on a child and includes:
 Assaulting a child or inflicting any other form of deliberate injury to a child;  Sexually abusing a child or allowing a child to be sexually abused;  Bullying by another child;  A labour practice that exploits a child;  Exposing or subjecting a child to behaviour that may harm the child psychologically or emotionally" (South Africa, 2006: 16) According to Munro (2008:48) , child abuse may further be specifically categorised as physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse and neglect. Physical abuse occurs when children experience broken limbs, bruises, cuts, burns and similar injuries resulting from intent on the part of an adult to cause physical harm or injury to a child. Emotional abuse is characterised by belittling a child by calling him/her derogatory names, using vulgar language to apportion blame or vent anger on a child, demoralising, victimising and threatening a child in ways which lead to reducing that child's self-esteem. Sexual abuse occurs when a child's sexual and reproducti e organs are touched inappropriately, penetrated or sodomized by an adult for that adult's sexual gratification It may also include exposing a child to sexual activity and pornography. Neglect occurs when a parent or responsible caregiver fails to provide adequate food, clothing, shelter and other basic needs for a child Therefore the term "child abuse" refers to any action that endangers or impairs a child's physical, psychological, emotional and sexual development. Munro (2008:53) further indicates that in developed countries, abuse and neglect are regarded as a defect of parenting, which translates to an individual responsibility and failing. According to Schmid (2009:95) , the gendered nature of Anglo-American discourse treats mothers and fathers differently, further "indi idualising" the responsibility of parenting "Mothers" rather than "parents" bear the responsibility of keeping children safe and out of harm's way This dynamic is e ident in cases of child abuse, where the mother is viewed as uncaring and irresponsible if she does not ensure that the abuser (who may be her husband or boyfriend) is no longer part of the family. Hence it is a failing on the part of the mother to protect her children. In developing countries, such as South Africa, the majority of children and families known to child protection and welfare services are poor. Therefore banishing the "abuser", who is an income generator and provider, from the household may translate to a lack of much needed income in that household. This is a challenge that many households face, where keeping children safe from abuse is juxtaposed against having an income to feed those children (Munro, 2008; Rohner & Rohner, 2002; Schwabe, 2006) . These structural challenges, namely poverty, unemployment, lack of housing, political tensions and lack of basic services, are ideally issues that government must tackle, since the poor -whom these issues actually affect most seriously -are struggling with daily li ing ("bread and butter issues") Howe er, this is not the case as go ernment is riddled with corruption, which in turn aggravates the conditions of the poor. Raising children with strained material resources and constant financial problems is therefore harder in povertystricken communities and rural, under-resourced communities than in affluent or middleclass communities. The community of Alice in the Eastern Cape fits this profile of a poor community, hence the relevance of this study.
their lives as areas of concern (Perumal & Kasiram, 2009) . Rather these may be passed off as difficulties of daily living and therefore, according to social learning theory, children may learn from adults to ignore situations of abuse and neglect (Bandura, 1994) .
The objectives of the research study were to:
 explore children's understanding of child abuse in the rural town of Alice;  understand children's iews on how to keep themsel es safe from abuse;  explore children's perceptions on the role of significant adults in their li es, pertaining to child abuse.
RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY
This study adopted a qualitative research approach, using descriptive and exploratory designs in order to understand children's insight into child abuse in Alice Babbie and Mouton (2001:53) claim that qualitative studies provide a deeper understanding of and new insights into a research subject. According to Babbie and Mouton (2001:53) , the aim of the qualitative approach is to "describe and understand not to explain and predict" According to Babbie and Mouton (2001:80) , exploratory studies are most typically done to satisfy the researcher's curiosity and desire for better understanding as well as to test the feasibility of undertaking more extensive studies. In order to satisfy the researchers' curiosity and desire for a better understanding of children's perceptions of child abuse in the rural town of Alice in the Eastern Cape, the exploratory and descriptive designs were used. By using this qualitative research approach the researchers were able to explore what primary school children at the pre-adolescent stage of development, between the ages of eight and 11 years old, understood about child abuse and whether they were able to give meaning to this understanding by describing their experiences.
Since this study was aimed at gleaning the perceptions of children on child abuse, the participants were not specifically children who had experienced abuse and neglect.
Due to the limited number of primary schools in the town of Alice, one primary school was invited to participate in the study. A non-probability purposive sampling strategy was employed as there were clear criteria for the selection of participants:
"Non-probability purposive sampling is based entirely on the judgment of the researcher in that a sample is composed of elements that contain the most characteristics representati e of typical attributes of the population" (Singerleton & Straits, 1999:153) .
Therefore the sample in this study had to be children, at the pre-adolescent stage of development, attending a primary school in Alice. In this study the children were between the ages of eight and 11 years, male and female, and attending a primary school in Alice. This age group was chosen because ulnerability depends, in part, on a child's age and gender. Since very young children are known to be more at risk of physical abuse and adolescent children are considered to be more at risk of sexual abuse and exploitation (World Health Organisation, 2002) , children at the pre-adolescent stage of development were chosen as an in-between age group in this study to ascertain their understanding of child abuse.
Consent was obtained from the school principal to conduct the study at the school. Teachers in the grades from which participants were drawn assisted in identifying participants. Ten children from Grades 4 to 6, who were between the ages of eight and 11 years old, consented to participate. Written consent was obtained from both the participants and their parents. Although 10 participants consented, four of the participants withdrew from participating on the day of the focus group discussion. Therefore the final sample consisted of six participants.
A focus group was held with the participants. A focus group discussion was chosen for the following two reasons: the age of the participants and time constraints. It was anticipated that since the children were at the pre-adolescent stage of development, the participation of the children would be maximised in the supportive company of their peers; and since the study was being conducted during school hours, a focus group would reduce the time taken to gather data and the participants did not have to miss many lessons.
Although this focus group was guided by a semi-structured interview schedule, the researchers took specific note of the age of the children when determining the datacollection method. In the study conducted by Morgan, Gibbs, Maxwell and Britten (2002) on methodological issues in conducting focus groups with children, it was found that children between the ages of seven and 11 responded well to stimulus material within a focus group. The stimulus material in that study took the form of current television programmes and games that children were familiar with on the specific topic being researched (Morgan et al., 2002) .
The researchers in this study attempted to use similar stimulus material such as a card game and DVD clip on abuse. Both these stimuli were created by the researchers themselves.
The DVD clip on abuse
The DVD depicted animated forms of abuse. The researchers selected various animations from current children's cartoons and formulated a two-minute visual presentation. Participants were then asked about the way the characters in the DVD dealt with the abuse. This gave the researchers the opportunity to spiral into the semistructured interview themes.
The 15-second card game
This game was played between two groups.
Cards numbered one to six were placed in a box. Participants were asked to pick a card. Those who picked even numbers formed one group and those who picked odd numbers formed another group. To play the game, another box of cards was used. These cards had one of the following written on each: parents, social worker, police, doctor, Alice Victim Support Centre (AVSC), psychologist and child welfare. Each group was given an opportunity to pick a card; fifteen seconds to deliberate the role and function of the person or organisation listed on their card; and fifteen seconds to explain the role of the person or organisation to everyone. After all the cards were picked, deliberated upon and explained, each group got an opportunity to choose a role that they would like to play in combatting child abuse. They were given 15 seconds to deliberate and 15 seconds to motivate their choice.
Rules of the game: Each team was given three seconds to start its presentation. Failure to do so resulted in the chosen card being awarded to the other team. The 15-second rule applied. Each team nominated a different speaker each time a card was chosen until all members had had a turn.
This game took approximately 20 minutes to complete.
These stimuli, which were aligned to the objectives of the study, generated qualitative discussion and enhanced confidence and rapport between the participants and researchers. This allowed for child-friendly data collection (Chan et al., 2011; Morgan et al., 2002; Punch, 2002) . Authors such as Stafford, Laybourn, Hill and Walker (2003:361) attest that it is less intimidating for children to speak in a group than in a one-to-one interview with an adult researcher.
Data were analysed according to the circular nature of qualitative data analysis using the following four steps: coding, classifying, connecting and describing (Wildschut, 2007) .
The sample
Six children participated in the study. Their profiles are reflected Table 1 . The small number of participants may be noted as a limitation; however, this number situated within the context of this study allowed the researchers to spiral into the interview themes, which enhanced the depth of discussions during the focus group (Strydom in De Vos, 2005:222-235) . The interviews were conducted in English, since the medium of instruction in the school where the study was conducted is English.
TABLE 1 DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF THE PARTICIPANTS
The participants were aged between eight and 11years. There were four female and two male participants. There was one participant from Grade 4, two participants from Grade 5 and three participants from Grade 6.
FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS
The findings and analysis are presented according to themes generated from the overall objectives of the study.
Theme 1: Perceptions of child abuse
All participants acknowledged that they had heard or knew about child abuse. Participants indicated that they had witnessed child abuse situations either on television, or had personal experience of it at home or in the company of peers. These incidents refer to emotional abuse experienced by these participants. As a result it may affect the child's de elopment negati ely According to Rohner and Rohner (2002) , emotional abuse from parents has consistent effects on the personality development of children such as hostility, aggression, an impaired sense of self-esteem and selfadequacy. According to social learning theory (Bandura, 1994:71-81) , behaviour is learned through observation and modelling, which could manifest as the cycle of violence whereby the victim of abuse becomes the perpetrator.
Although one participant indicated that he may not want to repeat the cycle of abuse in adulthood as a result of witnessing abuse at home, this may be a premature deduction, but this goes beyond the scope of this study. This response is evident in the words of the participant who witnessed his father's abuse of his mother "This made me not to want to do the same when I grow up" (L: Grade 4).
Children's definitions of child abuse
The participants defined child abuse as follows. The participants demonstrated different perceptions when defining child abuse. The participants defined child abuse as being of a physical, sexual or emotional nature.
Definitions were based on what they had experienced, witnessed or seen on television. These responses were consistent with the definition of abuse pro ided in the Children's Act (South Africa, 2006:16) , as cited in the Introduction.
Child abuse may be summarised as any form of harm or ill-treatment inflicted on a child The Children's Act (South Africa, 2006:24) defines neglect in relation to a child as "a failure in the exercise of parental responsibilities to pro ide for the child's basic physical, intellectual, emotional or social needs " The definition by the participants indicates that children are knowledgeable about physical, sexual and emotional abuse. However, participants were less knowledgeable about neglect as a form of abuse and did not refer to it at all. This study found that children's awareness of neglect as a form of abuse in Alice is affected by the South African environment in which they live (Bandura, 1994; Jackson & Karlson, 1991) . According to Munro (2008:49) , neglect is considered as the inability or persistent failure to meet a child's basic physical and psychological needs This may involve a parent or caregiver failing to provide adequate food, shelter and clothing (basic needs) for a child. Neglect, however, may also go beyond the provision of these basic physical needs It may include a parent's or caregi er's inability to protect a child from physical harm or danger, failing to ensure access to appropriate medical care and treatment as well as an inability to meet a child's other basic needs such as a sense of belonging. Within the South African context generally and in the town of Alice and surrounding areas, the majority of families known to child protection and welfare ser ices are poor Hence, families may not be able to pro ide for a child's basic needs because of structural imbalances such as poverty and lack of health care facilities. Therefore, children may perceive neglect as normal and not as a form of abuse. Consequently, participants were unable to give responses on neglect. Daily living in South Africa is currently characterised by widespread poverty. Hence, lacking basic needs is the daily norm for the majority of the population (Schwabe, 2006) .
The participants defined abuse in a way that parents, social service and health care practitioners might not have done. The definition of child abuse given by the participants appears to be defined according to what children see (signs) and directly linked to who the perpetrators are. This is similar to the findings by Chan et al. (2011) in a study conducted in Hong Kong which focused on children's iews on child abuse and neglect According to the study, some of the children's iews on child abuse and neglect are uniquely their own and are markedly different from those of adults.
Moreover, a study conducted in Cape Town by Pierce and Bozalek (2004) , which focused on child abuse in South Africa and examined how child abuse and neglect are defined, identified 17 categories of child maltreatment including child prostitution, child labour and child sexual abuse, while the research participants in this study only identified three categories of child maltreatment, namely sexual, physical and emotional.
It is possible therefore that participants have observed the conditions in their environment such as a lack of food or basic needs as normal and not as neglect.
In the broader social context, referring to the care and protection of children and according to the Children's Act (Act No 38 of 2005), this may explain why a child may not understand why a social worker considers such conditions as grounds for removal and placement in alternative care, because that child has learnt to live in such conditions as normal (Perumal & Kasiram, 2009 ).
Added to this, the community of Alice has children under the age of 17 receiving child support grants for their own children, yet no cases of statutory rape were ever reported on their behalf (Alice Victim Support Centre, 2010). Makiwane and Udjo (2006) indicate that teenage childbearing happens mostly outside marriage in South Africa and 20 per cent of teens who bear children are beneficiaries of the child support grant, whereas in most parts of sub-Saharan Africa, teen childbearing occurs in the context of early marriage.
This may indicate that teenage pregnancies are considered a normal and natural phenomenon, and not as sexual abuse of a child as defined by the South African Children's Act Participants were knowledgeable about the indicators of the three major types of child abuse namely physical, emotional and sexual abuse. They referred to the indicators of child abuse as bruises and scars, poor concentration, crying all the time, being alone from family members and friends at school, lots of anger, unexplained bleeding, torn clothes, bruises, scratches and difficulty walking or sitting. Neglect was omitted. The participants were unable to give any indicators of neglect.
Indicators of child abuse
The related literature supports these findings. According to Hildyard and Wolfe (2002) , physically abused children as well as neglected children have more severe cognitive and academic deficits as well as social withdrawal symptoms. In this study poor concentration may be considered an indicator of a cognitive deficit, which corresponds with Hildyard and Wolfe's (2002) findings Participants in this study also identified social withdrawal and limited peer interactions such as being alone from family members and friends at school. This, according to Hildyard and Wolfe (2002) , may have severe short-and long-term effects on children's cogniti e, socio-emotional and behavioural development. Hildyard and Wolfe (2002) concur with Madu (2001) , who pointed out some possible health and behavioural implications which matched the findings in this study, such as victims of such abuse daydreaming in class, crying all the time, being alone from family members and friends at school, and having lots of anger.
Hence, it may be concluded that the psychosocial and physical impact of child sexual abuse has far-reaching consequences for a child's de elopment and progression into adulthood.
Theme 2: Steps to be taken when abused
Participants indicated that if they were to be abused, they would inform someone they trust, for example, a close friend, neighbours or someone not related to them such as community members or teachers at schools. This is captured in the following words:
"I would rather tell my neighbour because if I tell my mother she will not believe that my father is abusing me." (R: Grade 6) "I will tell my teacher or my principal." (N: Grade 5) "I will tell my friend." (A: Grade 6) "I will call Childline or the police." (L: Grade 4)
The results support the findings by Chan et al (2011) that children's disclosure of abuse in Hong Kong is often affected by loyalty to parents. On the other hand, some participants pointed out that they would inform the police or call the Childline toll-free number in order to seek assistance. The participants showed sound knowledge of the necessary steps to be taken in order to get help from the community organisations if necessary This finding negated the researchers' assumption that children li ing and going to school in rural communities may have little or no knowledge of child abuse and where to seek help in such cases.
Theme 3: Perpetrators of child abuse
Participants identified parents, step-parents, siblings and fellow learners as the potential perpetrators of child abuse. Participants indicated that people who abuse children are those who are close to them such as relatives and family members. In a study conducted in the Northern Province of South Africa on child sexual abuse and victim-perpetrator relationships Madu (2001) concluded that the majority of the perpetrators were acquaintances or relatives of the victims.
Some participants highlighted that peers may also be perpetrators of child abuse as this happens through bullying at school. According to the psychiatric theory of physical abuse, Jackson and Karlson (1991) confirm that children who are victims of abuse have certain abnormal personal characteristics and this leads to socially deviant behaviours manifesting as bullying of other children at school. Social learning theory also supports this finding (Bandura, 1994:71) .
Theme 4: Precautionary measures
Some participants expressed violent measures as precautions against child abuse. These were: This participant's iew shows that she would opt to run away from the abuse, which in some cases leads to victims of abuse resorting to living on the streets.
On the other hand, other participants expressed that they would take appropriate positive action to act against child abuse. For instance, one respondent said that he would scream for help or call the police for help.
Participants did not identify any precautionary or preventative methods in order to keep themselves safe from abuse. However, they identified actions they would take if confronted with an abusive situation. They did not consider themselves living in an environment that could be harmful to them and did not have a need to actively engage in keeping themselves safe from abuse. They rather saw abuse as something that they can react to as opposed to being proactive about it.
Theme 5: Roles of stakeholders The stakeholders identified were teachers, social workers, the Alice Victim Support Centre (AVSC) and the South African Police Services (SAPS). The stakeholders were seen to be there to protect children from harm. Ironically, though, participants identified parents as being there to help and guide, yet they were also identified as abusers and not trustworthy to disclose information to when a child is abused. This indicated that participants are aware of the perceived roles of adults, but in some cases this appeared to be different from their lived experiences.
It was also noted that children did not identify themselves as stakeholders in preventing abuse by engaging in precautionary measures in order to keep themselves safe.
SUMMARY OF MAJOR FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The major findings pointed to children in the rural town of Alice being aware of child abuse, the indicators of abuse and the actions to be taken when abused. However, key to this study's findings was the absence of neglect as a form of abuse According to social learning theory (Bandura, 1994:71) , it is possible that children internalise their living conditions and model the poverty-stricken conditions in which they live; therefore they do not consider a lack of basic needs and shelter as abuse. The researchers concluded that for many children neglect was part of their normal daily living because of the locale of the study.
Children identified reactions as opposed to proactive steps (preventative measures) and did not see themselves as primary stakeholders in preventing abuse.
The following recommendations were derived from a critical appraisal of the findings in this study.
Children as partners and education on abuse
Children in a rural town such as Alice are knowledgeable about child abuse and their views may be incorporated into the teaching and learning at school. This may be done in the Life Skills lessons at school, where children are given creative ways of expressing their views. for example, acting out a drama on child abuse and neglect followed by a class discussion, doing a poster presentation which may be displayed in a general area to enhance awareness on child abuse, or even replicating the 15-second card game used in this study.
The difference between abuse and discipline as well as child neglect must be clarified.
As highlighted in this study, the relatively low sensitivity of the children to child neglect and their reluctance to disclose abuse, especially sexual abuse, because of their loyalty to their parents, are areas to focus on in preventative child protection work in a South African community such as Alice. Children are not only victims in need of protection. They are also valuable partners with whom social service and health care practitioners should work closely.
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND COLLABORATION
Since the University of Fort Hare is situated in the heart of Alice and provides employment for many of the people in surrounding villages, a formal partnership between the University and schools in Alice needs to be forged. This will enable student social workers from the Department of Social Work and Social Development to take on an active role in providing knowledge, information, counselling and therapeutic work with children on abuse and neglect. It will further enable awareness programmes to be conducted with employees of the University, who have children in schools in Alice.
These parents would be best placed to motivate other parents in the villages in which they live, to attend awareness programmes on prevention of child abuse and neglect. The communities surrounding Alice need to be made aware of the ripple effects of child abuse and neglect which impacts on the future of communities.
Collaborative partnerships between the Eastern Cape Departments of Education and Social Development need to be strengthened, so that both departments join forces and work towards keeping children safe from abusive situations, within the classroom and at home. Supportive and counselling services provided by the Department of Social Development need to be accessible to parents, since they need to be made aware of their role in actively protecting their children and the importance of forming supportive and nurturing relationships with their children. These may be conducted at grant collection points on grant day or at central points in the rural towns where the town's people converge for services.
Future research
There is a need for similar studies to be conducted in rural areas nationally in order to improve generalisations. More focused research should be conducted on child neglect in other rural communities such as Alice.
